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Abstract
Malaysian universities nowadays aspire to produce graduates who are knowledgeable, equipped with problem-solving and 
critical thinking skills. Hence, educators are constantly striving to find teaching strategies that inculcate meaningful learning 
among their students, so that they are ready to join the workforce and solve real-world problems. Nevertheless, most students 
often emphasise on memorising rather than understand what they are learning. Therefore, to what extend students’ learning
approaches could enhance their academic performance? The main aim of this study was to examine the influence of three
different learning approaches which are Deep Approach, Surface Approach and Strategic Approach on students’ academic
achievement among the American Programme students of International Education College (INTEC), UiTM Shah Alam. The
study also investigated the relationship between the variables involved and determined the predictors of academic
achievement. The design of this research is descriptive in nature and questionnaires were used to obtain information on
students’ preferred learning approaches and their level of academic achievement. A total of 233 students responded to the 
questionnaire. The findings show that students are more prone to use Deep Approach to studying. The findings also revealed
that there is an inverse relationship between Surface Approach and academic achievement. Implications for teaching and
learning were also discussed.
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1. Background of the study
Malaysian universities nowadays aspire to produce graduates who are knowledgeable, equipped with problem-
solving and critical thinking skills. Hence, educators are constantly striving to find teaching strategies that
__________
meaningful learning among their students, so that they are ready to join the workforce and solve real-world
problems. Nevertheless, in Malaysia, particularly in secondary school and higher education, most students often
emphasise on memorising which characterise the surface approaches instead of learning to understand a certain
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concept, thus they are unable to apply a certain concept in their real life as a result of memorising and not fully 
understanding what they are learning. This scenario could definitely affect their overall academic achievement 
too. This is simply because Malaysian education system has created a misconception whereby students believe 
that by solely memorising theories is enough to pass a certain subject. This learning approach may help the 
students to score straight ‘A+’ in their SPM examination, but they do not necessarily excel in pre-university 
programs and undergraduates studies. Thus, in order for them to be a better graduate, Malaysian students are 
encouraged to go beyond the rote memorisation skills and develop deeper research and analytical skills with the 
aim of achieving high quality academic achievement which relates more to deep approach of learning. 
As students enter primary school, secondary school and higher education, teachers will be the one 
responsible in guiding them on how they should study. However in Malaysia today, many teachers are not fully 
aware about the significance of understanding students’ approaches to learning. University teachers certainly 
need to be aware that their methods of presenting knowledge and ideas often have an unidentifiable impact on the 
students learning process and they students’ learning outcomes (Biggs, 1999; Prosser and Trigwell, 1999; 
Ramsden, 1992 cited in Entwistle and McCune, 2004). Therefore, teachers and educators need to teach and help 
students to learn to maximise their unlimited potential to grow and progress in their academic studies and as a 
whole, and the teaching philosophies of lecturers need to be directed into increasing the positive learning 
outcomes of students. In other words, to produce critical thinkers, lecturers need to adopt teaching strategies that 
challenge the students to think likewise on a regular basis. In addition, educators, teachers and students in 
Malaysia need to be reminded of our education policy goals. Taken from Smart School Blueprint 1997 
(Government of Malaysia, 1997), it is stated that students are required to employ greater responsibility for their 
own learning. Malaysian educational system will also need to be transformed to an education that arouses 
curiosity, encourages critical thinking, and stimulates creativity in all students based on their abilities and 
learning approaches, by digressing from exam-based learning designed for the moderate student. Therefore, due 
to arguments related to students’ learning approaches and its effect on academic performance, this study seek to 
identify the American Programme students’ learning approaches in INTEC, UiTM Shah Alam and investigate its 
relationship with their learning outcomes. It is also essential for educators to recognize their students’ learning 
approaches early as they could be able to help the students improve their academic weaknesses and suggest 
strategies for them to manage and adapt their learning at higher learning institutions in United States. 
 
2. Literature review 
 
Approach to learning is a wonderful idea by Marton and Säljö (1976) in the late 1970s which then 
became the start for ‘student approaches to learning’ (SAL) theory (Biggs, 1993; Biggs, Kember, and Leung, 
2001; Entwistle & Waterston, 1988). The term learning approach refers to the student’s intentions when facing a 
learning situation and the way they do their assignments, assessed by using questionnaires (Watkins, 2001 cited 
in Rodriguez & Cano, 2007). Generally, two widely used concepts in educational research on approaches to 
learning namely ‘surface’ approach and ‘deep’ approach have been identified (Marton and Säljö, 1976). Students 
who employed surface approach focused on rote-learning and memorization of the text as they seek to reproduce 
the course material. In contrast, those who employed deep approach sought to understand the text’s purpose, 
meaning, and significance. Deep and surface approaches had developed into fairly regular learning behaviours as 
these approaches were apparent across different learning tasks (Entwistle et al., 1979 cited in Entwistle and 
McCune, 2004). Other than these two fundamental concepts of approaches to learning, Entwistle (2001) also 
mention Biggs’s (1979) and Ramsden’s (1979) studies, who later found that students could also have the wish to 
attain the highest grades by employing a strategic or achieving approach to their studies. The strategic approach 
can be included in either deep or surface processing, depending on the requirements of the context (Makinen 
2003, cited in Gijbels et al, 2005).  
According to Papinczak et al. (2008), students who adopt deeper approaches are task focussed and they 
are associated with an intrinsic interest in the subject where their intention is to comprehend the learned content, 
seek self-fulfillment from the material, and will usually results in a deep level of understanding if carried out 
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systematically (Entwistle et al., 2001). To reach this active learning processes, deep approach students will 
monitor and reshape their thoughts in their study material, and critically connecting it to other experiences and 
ideas, integrating formal knowledge with individual experience, and relating facts to conclusions (Ballantine et 
al., 2008; Baeten et al., 2008; Cano, 2007). Furthermore, possibly appropriate strategies that are most favourable 
for creating meaning are reflecting, combining new knowledge with old or using information taken from other 
resources, relating ideas and looking for patterns (Kyndt, 2011). According to Gordon & Debus (2002) surface 
approaches are seen as being motivated by the learner’s aspiration to meet minimum requirements with less effort 
and involvement, thus lead to a low quality learning outcomes. The intention behind a surface approach to 
learning is limited to fulfilling course demands and avoids failure with the least individual attempt and 
involvement (Baeten et al., 2008; Cano, 2007) where the students only view the course as isolated knowledge 
(Entwistle 1997; Marton and Saljo 1997).While, strategic approach refers to the learner’s motive to maximise 
performance to excel and gain the highest achievable grades by using organised study skills and managing time 
wisely (Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Biggs and Moore, 1993). In addition, the students’ study behaviours are 
heavily moderated by the requirements of the assessment task, but are generally highly structured and efficient 
(Gordon & Debus, 2002).  
Cano (2007) revealed that both intelligence and approaches to learning are significant factors in 
predicting students’ academic achievement. Cano’s (2007) research found that high usage of deep approach to 
learning with general intelligence will resulted in a better academic performance. This is because students with 
successful academic achievement are more prone to utilize a deep approach to learning than those who are less 
successful (Zeegers, 2001, cited in Ali and Sebai, 2010). In addition, Entwistle, Tait, & McCune, (2000) stated 
that in the subsequent years of a degree course especially when the evaluation system directly rewards a display 
of conceptual understanding, students will demonstrate high scores on the deep approach which will relate to 
academic success. Byrne et al. (2002), Duff (2004) and Tan and Choo (1990) cited in Ballantine et al., (2008), all 
stated that students who adopt desirable learning approaches, especially by scoring higher on deep approach and 
strategic approach scales, achieve high level of academic success. Other studies also corroborate the conclusions 
that deep and strategic approaches to learning tend to be correlated with academic accomplishment (Cano 2005, 
Watkins 2001, cited in Lietz & Matthews, 2006). Unfortunately, not all results show a significant relationship 
between a deep approach to learning and the quantitative scores of the learning outcome (Byrne, Flood, & Willis, 
2004; Gijbels et al., 2005; Kember et al., 1995). Some studies found that deep approach did not result in higher 
grades on the evaluation (Minbashian et al., 2004; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991). Trigwell and Prosser (1991) cited 
in Kyndt (2011) studied the relationship between the observed approaches to learning and the academic 
achievement of 122 first-year students in a nursing course. They found a positive correlation between a deep 
approach to learning and high qualitative levels in the academic achievement, however they found no such 
correlation to quantitative differences in outcome. In this respect, Dochy (2005) pointed out the fact that a deep 
approach to learning was rarely rewarded by the evaluation system. The reason therefore may be that the 
evaluation mainly assesses knowledge for which the use of a surface approach suffices to be successful (Scouller, 
1998).  
Hence, due to the external pressure such as of internationalization and globalization, the International 
Education Centre (INTEC) of Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) is extremely concerned to provide its 
students with excellent academic performance. Furthermore, INTEC was responsible to prepare its students’ 
planning for overseas education with knowledge and skills that were required before continuing their education 
abroad. Therefore, these students have to be adequately equipped with the ability, knowledge and skills to 
understand and communicate effectively. However, a great deal of knowledge about tertiary students learning 
approaches and academic achievement have been accumulated in recent years but very little is known about their 
use in the local context. Thus, this study, aims to fill such gaps by answering one overriding question that is: Do 
learning approaches influence academic achievement among The INTEC students of Shah Alam? 
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3. Objectives of the study 
 
1. to examine the level of academic achievement among the students’ of INTEC, UiTM Shah Alam. 
2. to examine the learning approaches used among the students’ of INTEC, UiTM Shah Alam. 
3. to examine the relationship between students’ learning approach and their academic achievement among 
the INTEC students.  
 
4. Methodology 
 
 This study employed descriptive survey using cross sectional research design. A self report 
questionnaire was used to gather information related to the objectives of the study. The samples were drawn from 
the American Foundation Program at INTEC, Shah Alam. Two hundred and fifty one (251) students were asked 
to complete the questionnaires. Out of them, 233 respondents returned the completed questionnaires. Students’ 
approaches to learning (SAL) in higher education students in this study were assessed using Entwistle et al.’s 
(2000) ASSIST research instrument is also known as Approaches and Study Skills Inventory for Students. This 
instrument was developed through ASI (Approaches to Studying Inventory), intended to extend the approaches to 
studying and description of teaching by including additional subscales. Richardson’s (2000) re-examine of SAL 
inventories identifies ASSIST and earlier versions of the instrument as the most accepted preference among 
researchers investigating students’ approaches to learning. The instrument consists of three higher-order scales or 
‘defining’ approaches to learning which is deep approach, surface approach, and strategic approach, and 13 
lower-order sub-scales. The respondents are asked to indicate their degree of agreement with the statements, 
scored on a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree). Coefficient correlation 
was used to analyze the relationships between each independent variable (students’ learning approaches) towards 
the dependable variable which is the respondents’ academic achievement and Guildford’s (1956) Rule of Thumb 
was applied to interpret the correlation between variables. 
 
5. Findings and Discussions 
 
5.1 Research objective 1: To examine the level of academic achievement among the students’ of INTEC, UiTM 
Shah Alam. 
 
         Table 1: Level of Academic Achievement 
Levels of Academic Achievement Frequency Percent 
Levels   
    Low                   (< 1.99) - - 
    Moderate low    (2 – 2.49) 2 9 
    Moderate high   (2.5 – 3.49) 171 74.3 
    High                   (> 3.5) 57 24.8 
Total 230 100.0 
          Mean = 3.24   Minimum = 1.00 Maximum = 7.00 Std. Deviation = 0.45 
 
Table 1 presents the respondents’ level of academic achievement. The data shows that most of the 
respondents have average academic success with a percentage of 74.3% ranging from 2.5 – 3.49, while 24.8% of 
respondents have high CGPA ranging from 3.50 – 4.00. The remaining 9% have moderate low academic 
achievement ranging from 2 – 2.49. None of the respondents are in the low level category where the CGPA is 
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below 1.99. This finding reported that more than half of the respondents from the American Degree Programme 
have moderate range of CGPA. 
 
5.2 Research objective 2: To examine the learning approaches used among the students’ of INTEC, UiTM Shah 
Alam. 
 
           Table 2:  Learning approaches among students of INTEC 
 Students’ Learning Approaches Mean Std. Deviation 
     Surface Approach 4.5283 .87388 
     Deep Approach 5.0848 .71298 
     Strategic Approach 4.8782 .75431 
Table 2 shows the data on the types of learning approaches used among students of INTEC. The items 
were answered based on a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree). The 
findings show that the majority of the respondents use Deep Approach (m = 5.0848, sd = 0.71298), followed by 
Strategic Approach (m = 4.8782, sd = 0.75431), and ultimately Surface Approach (m = 4.5283, sd = 0.87388). It 
can be inferred from the findings that most of the respondent have the intention to understand what they were 
studying (deep approach) and they want to achieve good grades to maximize the chances for academic success 
(strategic approach). This suggests that INTEC students need to do well academically and get good grades in 
their exam upon completion of their foundation studies to successfully meet sponsors’ academic requirement in 
order for them to pursue their education at prestigious universities overseas. Other studies also appears to verify 
the conclusions that deep and strategic approaches to learning are likely to be associated with academic 
achievement (Byrne et al. 2002; Cano 2005, Duff, 2004; Watkins 2001, cited in Ballantine et al., 2008). This is 
also in line with Cano’s (2007) research that found high usage of deep approach together with general 
intelligence will result in high academic success. Further descriptive analysis of students learning approaches 
were conducted as Table 3 
Table 3: Dimensions of studnets’learning approaches 
 
Table 3,  presents the data on further descriptive analysis of the respondents’ learning approaches, the 
finding shows that the 7 highest sub scales that the student use is in the deep approach and the strategic approach 
 Students’ Learning Approaches Mean Std. Deviation 
 Surface Approach   
     Lack of purpose  4.3475 1.39554 
     Unrelated memorising  4.3209 1.27495 
     Syllabus boundness  4.7270 .91163 
     Fear of failure  4.7443 1.08547 
 Deep Approach   
     Seeking meaning  5.0438 .85921 
     Relating ideas  5.0930 .83935 
     Use of evidence  5.1774 .82858 
     Interest in ideas  5.0000 .87708 
 Strategic Approach   
     Organised studying  4.5806 .95885 
     Time management  4.4558 1.06468 
     Alertness to assessment demands  5.1674 .95616 
     Achieving  5.0760 .84539 
     Monitoring effectiveness  5.1044 .87447 
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which is the Use of Evidence (m = 5.1774, sd = 0.82858), followed by two sub-scales in strategic approach which 
are Alertness to Assessment Demands (m = 5.1674, sd = 0.95616), Monitoring Effectiveness (m = 5.1044, sd = 
0.87447), Relating Ideas (m = 5.0930, sd = 0.83935), Achieving (m = 5.0760, sd = 0.84539), Seeking Meaning (m 
= 5.0438, sd = 0. 85921), and Interest in Ideas (m = 5.0000, sd = 0. 87708). As shown above, the respondent 
seems to focus their interest towards the assessment system such as being alert to the demands of the assessment, 
monitoring their effectiveness and achieving, and also towards the academic content as they score higher on the 
deep approach subscales. This is similar to Entwistle’s (2000) statement that deep approach students show 
interest in the content, while strategic approach user show the alertness to assessment demands. In essence, this 
finding shows that INTEC students truly aim at maximizing their performance to excel, and at the same time they 
also use various strategies to help them understand their studies. As a matter of fact, research also recommends 
combining deep and strategic approaches together as it is more academically rewarding (Lindblom-Ylanne and 
Lonka, 1999; Mattick et al., 2004; McManus et al., 1998, cited in Papinczak et al., 2008). While the 6 lowest sub 
scales that the student use is in the surface approach and two sub-scales from the strategic approach which is 
Unrelated Memorising (m = 4.3209, sd = 1.27495), Lack of Purpose (m = 4.3475, sd = 1.39554), Time 
Management (m = 4.4558, sd = 1.06468), Organised Studying (m = 4.5806, sd = 0.95885), Syllabus Boundness 
(m = 4.7270, sd = 0.91163), and Fear of Failure (m = 4.7443, sd = 1.08547).  
 
5.3 Research Objective 3: To examine the relationship between students’ learning approach and their academic 
achievement among the INTEC students. 
 
Table 4: Correlation Matrix between Students’ Learning Approaches on Academic Achievement 
 1 2 3 4 
     CGPA 1.00    
     Surface Approach -0.213** 1.00   
     Deep Approach -0.052 0.388** 1.00  
     Strategic Approach 0.014 0.293** 0.628 1.00 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
Table 4 presents correlation between students’ learning approaches on academic achievement, whereas 
Table 4.6 shows the correlation strength according to Guilford’s Rule of Thumb (Guilford, 1956). By using 
Pearson Correlation to determine the strength of the relationship between the independent variables and academic 
achievement, it was found that only Surface Approach shows correlation with academic achievement. As can be 
seen, Surface Approach shows an inverse relationship with their r and p values (r= -0.213, p= 0.000) 
respectively. This proposes that the more the students use Surface Approach in their studies, the lower their 
academic achievement would be. This is parallel with Watkins (2001) who found that surface approaches to 
learning was significantly negatively correlated with students' grades in his cross-cultural meta-analysis study 
investigating the relationship between students' approaches to learning and their academic achievement. In the 
field of mathematics, Crawford and colleagues (1998) cited in Gijbels et al. (2005), found relatively high scores 
on the surface approach subscale of 300 first-year students that were related to low marks in the final exam in 
their first year mathematics course. On another note, in the biology field, Hazel, Prosser, and Trigwell (1996) 
cited in Gijbels et al. (2005), also analyse the relationship between students’ approaches to learning and academic 
achievement. They divided 272 students that were involved in the study into two clusters and found that there 
was a relationship between low outcome measures, low scores on deep approaches and high scores on surface 
approaches in the first cluster. In contrast, the second cluster showed high outcome scores related to low surface 
approach scores and high deep approach scores. On the other hand, based on Guilford’s Rule of Thumb 
(Guilford, 1956), deep approach and strategic approach illustrate almost negligible relationship. This is in line 
with Trigwell & Prosser, (1991) and Minbashian et al. (2004) who reported that deep approach to learning did 
not result in higher grades on the evaluation even though this approach was related to high quality learning 
outcomes.  
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6. Conclusions and implications 
 
This study intends to examine the relationship between academic achievement and learning approaches. Findings 
from this study indicated that most American Programme students of INTEC, UiTM are prone to use Deep 
Approach and followed by Strategic Approach. In addition to that, further descriptive analysis of the students 
learning approach show the 7 highest sub scales that the student use is in the deep approach and the strategic 
approach and the 6 lowest subscales are in surface approach. Students who utilize deep approach in their studies 
aim to understand the meaning in the materials they were learning. They are intrinsically motivated, able to enjoy 
the learning task, and able to think critically (Biggs 2003; Rodríguez & Cano, 2006). On the other hand, 
respondents deploying strategic approach work hard to achieve good grades to maximize the opportunity for 
academic excellence. They give special attention to the requirement of the assessment and by monitoring the 
effectiveness of their study. Taken together, these results suggest that INTEC students have the intention to excel 
academically by understanding the content of the tasks to qualify themselves in universities abroad.  
The results show that there was no relationship between deep approaches and academic achievement. 
There was also no relationship between strategic approaches and academic achievement. Hence, both the result 
are in line with the study done by Minbashian et al., 2004; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991). What could be found 
interesting in this study was that only Surface Approach shows low correlation with academic achievement and it 
shows an inverse relationship. This implies that the more the respondents use Surface Approach in their studies, 
the lower their academic achievement would be. This finding suggests that students need to minimize the use of 
surface approach in order for them to have high CGPA. This finding is parallel with previous research which has 
shown that consequently students who adopt a surface learning approach are incline to have lower achievement 
level (Biggs, 2003; Prosser and Trigwell, 1999; cited in Birenbaum, 2007). Beaten et al. (2008) suggested one 
way to discourage surface approaches to learning and to gain high academic success is for educators to use 
portfolio in their assessment. Although deep approaches were expected to have strong correlation towards 
academic achievement, present study proves otherwise. Deep approach and strategic approach shows negligible 
relationship towards academic achievement. This finding is similar to Gijbels et al., (2005) and Byrne et al.’s 
(2004) findings where there is no significant relationship between a deep approach to learning and the 
quantitative scores of academic accomplishment. There are also other studies that support this finding whereby 
they found that deep approach did not result in higher grades on the evaluation (Minbashian, Huon & Bird, 2004; 
Trigwell & Prosser, 1991). This indicates that our evaluation system rarely rewards deep approach to learning 
and some assessment only assesses knowledge sufficient for the use of a surface approach. 
    This study has certain limitations that need to be taken into account when considering its contribution. Firstly, 
this study employed only one instrument which is a self-report survey to gather data pertaining to the topic 
concern and no triangulation is made for this study, since it only focuses on a quantitative aspect. The findings of 
this study have a number of important implications for future research based on the conclusion and discussion 
presented earlier. First of all, the findings of this study have contributed to a better perceptive of the relationship 
between students’ learning approaches and academic achievement. Using the right learning approach is essential 
in determining the student’s learning outcomes. As the findings suggest that less usage of surface approach 
resulting in higher level of academic achievement, students need to reduce the use of unrelated memorising and 
syllabus boundness. They need to have a purpose and the right intention in their studies for their professional 
development and lifelong learning.Therefore, to help students to employ the right approach to learning, it is 
suggested that management of the institution to organise workshops or seminars to teach awareness to the 
students on the different approaches that they can utilize in their learning. It is also important that the students are 
aware that when they reproduce materials or memorise facts instead of understanding them, it can have a 
negative affect towards their CGPA result. Furthermore, teachers or educators also need to be aware that their 
teaching practices and the course design as it can affect the intention of the students. Teachers need to discourage 
the use of surface approach and design course that require the students to think critically, seek meaning, to 
understand their studies material and to be able to relate ideas with prior knowledge or their own experiences. 
Accordingly, educators must provide a learning environment where students develop a strong personal interest 
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this is because Warburton (2003) argues that a first step in reaching a deep learning is a high level of student 
commitment with the learning subject so that students are motivated to understand. Thus, by promoting or 
inducing deep approach to learning, it is hope that surface approach to learning can be reduced.  
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